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and all hope of reaching an agreed basis of settlement was abandoned
Age 58 that the question of assurances arose. The Government, feeling it was
useless to look for a legislative decision after the breakdown of the Confer-
ence, and that to continue in office on the terms of postponing the settle-
ment of the Constitutional question was equally out of the question,
had to consider their position in the light of the declaration and pledges
of April, and, accordingly, in November they asked His Majesty for
assurances to be exercised in the event of their being again returned to
power*
Here we pome to the question of alternatives.
Supposing the King had declined to act upon their advice, the resigna-
tion of the Ministry would have followed* Explanations would have been
given, and the Prime Minister, following the example of Lord Grey, in
1832, would have had no choice but to explain that the King had refused
to act upon the advice of His Ministers in regard to the conditional
exercise of the Prerogative. Suppose, for the sako of argument, that Mr,
Balfour had bocn unsuccessful in forming a Government, wo should have
had the unedifying spectacle of the Prime Minister recalled to office and of
the King publicly yielding to pressure—the history of the Reform Bill
over again. On the other hand, had Mr. Balfour formed an Administra-
tion, he would have been compelled to go to the country in the hope of
finding a majority, and it needs no great familiarity with the methods of
electioneering to picture what the ©lections would have boon like. The
King would have been drawn into the conflict as tho champion of the
Lords, and identified with all their legislative excesses, their contempt
for the constitution, their destruction of the Budget. He would have been
made to figure by the Conservatives as the enemy of reform and the
protector of what the other side regard as abuses and privileges. It is
difficult to see how the masses of people, whose parliamentary influence
and whose status as citizens had been menaced by the Lords, could have
refrained from drawing tho conclusion that the Crpwn was at the disposal
of the Lords and not at the service of the people, and where would the
mischief have stopped had it once broken out ?
It may be said that reasonable and moderate people would have upheld
the King, but does that carry us very far ? Would the position of the
Crown have been strengthened if reason and moderation had returned
the Conservatives to power, or reduced the Liberal majority ? Should we
in either case have been nearer a settlement of the Constitutional question ?
Perhaps these questions are too speculative to be profitable, but one thing
seems pretty certain, and that is that the politics of a great mass of people
would have been embittered by the belief that in a great popular crisis
the power of the Crown had been exercised against the people and the
Constitution, and one does not see how the extirpation of this conviction
could have been accomplished.
The critics of the Government may surely be asked to consider the
character and weight of the verdict which, Ministers held, alone entitled
them to invoke the exercise of the Royal Prerogative—the verdict of three
euocessive Parliaments and two General Elections. If the second election
not resulted as it did, and the third Parliament had not voted as it
would have beeix bx> exercise of the Prerogative, and it will

